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NCTE Panel: Teaching Across Identity Boundaries 17 November 2000
“Unlearning Racism: The Classroom as Community”

How does a black female African Americanist with dreadlocks move beyond
stereotypes and succeed in a class of predominately white students in an upper class
suburb to form a community around the issue of race? Well, first by confronting the
issues head on. I agree with Toni Morrison that our society has a language of manners
that inhibits talk of race in polite conversation. Therefore, I begin each semester by
warning students that we will be using the terms black and white regularly. I realize that
even though teaching approaches are changing, students will probably hear these terms
more in my classes than in many of their others. I also point out factors that might inhibit
speaking in class. I explain how white students may fear that awkward phrasing of their
questions or comments may possibly classify them as racists in many minds.
Unfortunately, the search for just the right way to state a good idea, a valid question or
even a positive comment often ends in silence. I also acknowledge that many black
students, who may be just as new to the information gained in African American
literature classes as whites, will often become angry and fear that their anger will reveal
itself in their comments. I ask the class to forego all judgment. After all, I reason, the
white students are not required to take my classes so their attendance suggests their
interest. Therefore, any comments that might appear to be laced with a hint of racism
should be pardoned. Similarly, blacks’ anger should not be judged as a challenge to
whites in the group. Such a discussion is the beginning of classroom community building.
As we all realize how race and language impact every students’ ability to speak freely,

we form our first common ground.
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In addition, I try to decenter my authority as much as possible. I insist that all
students refer to me as Dr. Dozier, in spite of the fact that many of them feel close
enough to tell me their innermost secrets. My title makes the most of my position by
consciously or unconsciously affirming the possibility for black students and female
students to achieve at high levels. I also learn every students’ name, and this is a real
challenge for me. For instance, this semester I had close to 80 students, and I am a
person who remembers faces, often struggling to attach names to them.

I try very hard to show students that I value all of their comments, often helping
students formulate questions and comments that are in direct opposition to my own.
Although I am the professor, I make it clear that I do not know it all. And just as
importantly, they, as students, bring the value of their unique experiences to our readings.
My classes consist of students from wealthy backgrounds, students from working class
households, students who have attended prestigious boarding schools, students who have
gone through public school systems, foreign students who are miles away from home,
speaking and writing in a second language, Latinos and Native Americans who find a.
semblance of their own struggles reflected in writings by African Americéms. Such a rich
composition of diverse experiences so often results in spirited responses to the readings.
Recently, as I spoke on Zora Neale Hurston’s preservation of dialect in Their Eyes Were
Watching God, 1 insisted that a translation to standard English would have distorted the
values Hurston strived to maintain. As I looked out into the class, one Japanese student
was smiling and nodding her head in understanding and agreement.

When grading papers, I respect any argument that is well supported, and I

encourage students to disagree with me. I try very hard to get them out of the thinking
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that they must absorb what I give them as the right answer and regurgitate it in their
papers and exams. In fact, my assignments literally force them to present their own
feelings about the works. I seldom require that they do outside research. Although I
think this is an important exercise, I am assured that they will get plenty of experience
with this outside of my literature classes. Instead I continue a practice I learned in
graduate school when I team-taught with Pamela. After reading both fiction and non-
fiction in our class, her assignments focused on getting students to think through their
own assumptions and have faith in their own conclusions. In the same manner, students
in my classes must interrogate the readings, especially those which serve to bring them
up to date on the conversation surrounding the works of literature as well as the historical
background and context. I encourage also lively debate. And I don’t view disagreements
as negative learning behavior. I merely insist that we all respect one another’s opinions
whether we agree with them or not. Lively debate has very beneficial consequences for
student understanding, especially when engaging a hot topic such as race. Of course, I
realize that since I choose the reading materials, my classes are not free of bias. But the
material I select is often chosen because of its absence from texts in traditional courses
that include discussions or race. Thus the students have an alternative viewpoint to the
ones they may have heard in other classes where the subject of race is explored. One of
my most salient examples of tflis practice occurs in my discussion of Shug’s and Celie’s
sexual relationship in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple. Instead of pronouncing this a
lesbian relationship, we examine the possibility of an alternative way of reading this
event. According to Zora Neale Hurston, in Jamaica where West African beliefs and

rituals are blended with western traditions, older women introduced young virgins to
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sexual pleasure. They too fondle these women in an attempt to show them how to direct
their husbands toward satisfying their desires. These were not homosexual encounters,
but rather women teaching other women how to explore their own bodies that they may
in turn guide their husbands. Shug repeatedly refers to Celie as a virgin since, although
she has given birth twice, she has never experienced sexual pleasure. Such an
interpretation presents the possibility of their sexual encounter as one of sharing and
instruction. This interpretation offers alternative ways of reading while introducing the
possibility of African continuities in African American experiences.

Despite the fact that I stress each student’s responsibility to speak in classroom
community, many are still hesitant. To help ease them into this community conversation,
I avoid forcing such participation by calling on them. Oral participation is completely
voluntary. Those reluctant to speak in the beginning, may respond to me privately in our
regular informal responses which are ungraded. Here I make extensive comments,
especially in the beginning allowing these responses to become a testing ground for
speaking about race. I insist that only by asking our deepest questions will we, as an
American society, begin to heal the problems of a nation still divided along racial lines.
You see in my classes we are not only studying literature for a class and a grade, we are
developing our understanding in a manner that will assist us as we move beyond the
walls of academia. Although black students are often empowered by my presence and
the content and focus of the classes, all of my students form a community based on their
positioning as members of this society. Our community extends to our responsibility to

this class focused on critical examination of existing attitudes as much as literary
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analyses. I am thrilled that very often students continue conversations begun in the class
outside of our sessions.

One of the most gratifying things about teaching at Lake Forest College has been
the autonomy and support I am granted in designing my own classes. Out of this
freedom came my course on Blues Women in African American Literature. In this
course students examine racism directed toward southern blacks, confront issues of
sexism, and critique prescribed notions of womanhood. Unlearning racism requires that
we all examine the ways racist thoughts and feelings have permeated our consciousness.
Blues singers, with their bold, individual style and behaviors allow all students to take a
look at standards of behavior for women, standards of beauty set by racist measures, and
sexist attitudes toward women. I’ve had black men in my classes after an examination of
The Color Purple recognize that they’ve held certain sexist opinions and resolve to
change in their relations with their girlfriends.

In conclusion, I don’t offer my philosophy as a perfect classroom approach, and I
am constantly reevaluating my teaching strategies in an attempt to “get it right.” But as
bell hooks reminds us, when we teach to transgress we will make mistakes and constantly
evaluate ourselves. In Pamela’s terms, we are always “passing.” As we follow our own
inner guidance, listening to ourselves and our students, we make our contribution to the
idea and the hope of a world community.

Judy Massey Dozier
Assistant Professor of English
Chair of African American Studies

Lake Forest College

2/25/01



ERIC Reproduction Release-Form

U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement ®

(OERY i ERIC

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

Reproduction Release
(Specific Document)
CS 217 380

L DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

iCorporate Source: ublication Date:

IL. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents
announced in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users
in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service
(EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is

affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options
and sign in the indicated space following,
H ‘i The sample sticker shown below will be affixed to all

% The sample sticker shown below will be affixed to al
Level 2B documents

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documems

: PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
i DISSEMINATE THIS MATERFAL IN i
i} PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 11 MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND

PISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS F()F ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY, DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

BEEN GRA BY HAS BEEN GRAN] 6‘7 BY | MICROFICHE ONLY HAS 3}1} GRANTED B

N X
{ N

: < | & : 2
i} TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESQOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC} | INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

i Check here for Level 1 release, permitting ! fes .
: i Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction :;
reproductlon and dissemination in microfiche : and di ination in microfiche and in el nic media

or other ERIC archival media (c.g. e'“t“’“'c) for ERIC archival collection subscribers only
i and paper copy.

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

http://eric.indiana.edu/submit/release. htm!

] .\l‘ﬂ

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

2/25/013:11 PM



ERIC Reproduction Release Form http://eric.indiana.edu/submit/release. html

i hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permtsston to reproduce and i
idisseminate this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche, or electronic media by persons other :;
iithan ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for
:inon-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to salisfy information needs of educators in response to

':dtscrete inquiries.

rinted Name/Position/Title:

..mpfz...emééée.ﬂagé& AFAH STDS. C/'W'Q

ASST. PRO

III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another
source, please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document
unless it is publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection

criteria are significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

ERIC/REC Clearinghouse
2805 E 10th St Suite 140

Bloomington, IN 47408-2698
Telephone: 812-855-5847
Toll Free: 800-759-4723
FAX: 812-856-5512
e-mail: ericcs@indiana.edu
WWW: http://eric.indiana.edu
EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)

2/25/013:11 PM




